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Angst: A Swiss Phenomenon: Bauernmalerei (Peasant Painting)

II.

A SWISS PHENOMENON: BAUERNMALEREI (PEASANT PAINTING)

Walter Angst.

Historical Notes
Ever since, some 50,000 years ago, the paleolithic Cro-Magnon aborigine
of Altamira (a large cave near Santander in Northern Spain) painted magnificent
pictures of wild animals on their cave walls, people of all kinds from many lands
have used colorants to embellish the interiors of dwellings. The use of pigments
mixed with various binders for decorating peoples' surroundings as an expression
of the human desire for beauty has fluctuated throughout the centuries, but has
never totally abated.
With this presentation I am attempting to demonstrate a little-known
specific art form called "Bauemmalerei", that is, "peasant painting" of Swiss
wooden furniture.
During the end of the Middle Ages, the tendency arose in Europe to
decorate many more different wooden objects than previously had been the
custom, foremost among them the chest. An invention of the 15th century,. the
chest (made of planks, later consisting of a framework and panels), had most
often been carved in a characteristic manner called "linen fold", resembling the
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flowing folds .of cloth. Now, color was added.
Starting slowly in the 16th century with dark line-designs on blank
surfaces, by the 17th century a widespread fad burst forth to paint wooden
furniture in a peculiar, but locally popular fashion which today is considered
quaint. This art form was characterized by the paint covering the entire exterior,
thus permitting the use of woods of inferior quality. This art form is terined
"peasant painting" because it was practiced mainly by itinerant artisans who
traveled from farm to farm. Also, there were rural cabinetmakers who decorated
their own work.
•

This peasant art was mainly concentrated in the more mountainous areas
of Europe, i.e. Switzerland, Bavaria, upper Austria, Tirol, Sweden and Norway.
It was also found in such territories as Franconia, Saxonia and Silesia.

In

Germany, Austria and the Scandinavian countries, it rather suddenly faded away
by the middle of the 18th century and died out completely by the beginning of the
19th century. It lasted much longer in the Swiss Cantons, especially Bern and
Appenzell, where it still flourished at the end of the 18th century.
Today, it is still practiced to a limited degree in the Alemannish speaking
part of Switzerland. In America, the demise of peasant painting was delayed,
being practiced in a relaxed form into the 19th century by Pennsylvania Dutch
artists (many of whom were of Swiss ancestry).

Technical Aspects
"Peasant art", the colorful, painted decoration of wooden furniture and
furnishings, is determined by the culture of the farmer. People living in cities
generally did not feel the same need to brighten up their housewares. In fact, the
more "citified", more harried and shallow the farmer became, the less use he had
for the multicolored embellishments. After about 1800, many a splendid piece
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of furniture was overpainted, stripped or relegated to the barn or the chicken
coop, to be irretrievably lost to posterity.
Still, an old fashioned farmer, especially a mountain peasant, did not have
a particular affinity for "fine" furniture. While he preferred his more sturdy,
"primitive" household goods, he often wished to enhance them with colors. He
many times expressed his life style with decorations of an agricultural, religious,
patriotic or even magic nature.
At least in Switzerland, stylized flowers and flower vases abound. Above

all other decorative elements, tulips, roses, starflowers, carnations, bellflowers,
narcissus and sunflowers are favorites.

These floral embellishments, applied

either freehand or with stencils, are usually depicted in symmetric arrangements
and augmented by hex signs, all kinds of birds and heraldic shields. In fact, the
conventionalized animal forms of heraldry, such as unicorns, bears, lions or
fabulous beings, were borrowed directly from heraldic cogniz.ances.

Human

figures (hunters, bride and groom, angels, etc.) w.ere relatively rare.
The appearance of favorite motifs, such as lattice ornaments, or votive
. paintings, or specific stylized floral arrangements based on arabesques, as well
as preferred color schemes, is not only delineated by time, but also by certain
areas. In eastern Switzerland, for instance, a palette of pale blue, red, yellow,
green, highlighted by yellow and separated by black and white is prevalent, while
in Bavaria a more somber combination of dark blues, deep reds and grays
predominates. ·
Originally, the designs were based on the circle (easily composed with the
compass), the lozenge and the square.

But later these were augmented by the

arabesque which came from the Orient via Venice and Spain to the Swiss
mountains. When, at the beginning of the 17th century, the tulip motif came into
the country from Holland, the rosette and carnation were contrasted with the
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endless variations of this lily-like flower. In all depictions, a strong stylization
was achieved.
This love of decorating the contents of a household is an expression of the
Baroque period with its extravagant forms, _violent clashes of colors and often
precarious balance of hues. In Swiss peasant painting, however, this love found
a strongly disciplined limitation through the strictly symmetric .structures of the
decorations, which goes back to the early Middle Ages. When the paint was
applied to wooden furniture, th~ artisan remembered the painted woodwork in his
churches, castles and public buildings. Frequently, the walls, panelings, beams
and ceilings in these edifices were embellished with drawings and paintings,
which often had a heraldic character.
True peasant painting was executed with an EGG TEMPERA, which was
applied in heavy, opaque touches, often creating impasto effects. Of course, it
is possible to paint in the style of "Bauemmalerei" with transparent colors, but
that was rarely ever done. A tempera is a complicated emulsion in which drops
of one liquid (an oil) are suspended in another liquid (a colloidal aqueous

•

solution). If it concerns a stable mixture of water and oil, such as with an egg
tempera, it is crucial that these drops are so small that they stay suspended and
do not coalesce.

The particles of oil must be separated from the water by

molecules of an emulsifying agent. This is done, not so much by shaking, as by
carefully mixing the various ingredients of the tempera in the correct sequence.
In classical painting, egg tempera was often used as a "glair", that is, it
was made only with egg-white. Also, an egg tempera made only with the yolk
was a standard paint medium. The itinerant artisan, however, rarely separated
the yolk from the egg-white and used the whole egg.
If he did not have eggs available, he used other binders, such as
buttermilk, curd made from soured skim milk, quicklime-casein and lime as well
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as unripened natural cheese, rye flour paste, blood, beer, dextrin, gum arabic,
isinglass, hide glue, fish glue, frog-egg glue or similar emulsifying gelatinous,
aqueous colloids.
There are very many formulae for egg tempera. My egg tempera recipe
from 1640, which I have used since 1959, was handed down to me as a trade
secret in 1939 by a "Bauernmaler" from Appenzell, Switzerland. It allows for
an impasto, even strongly textured paint application with vivid hues of great
intensity, a characteristic of peasant paint.

This medium is mixed with dry

pigments - in true peasant painting consisting of earth colors only.

The Pigments
The following were the most used pigments:

Yellows - yellow, golden, red, or brown ochres (goethites), raw sienna (hydrated
ferric oxide), burnt sienna (calcined raw sienna), raw umber (brown manganese
dioxide), burnt umber (roasted raw umber);

Brown - bituminous earth, van Dyke brown (lignite or brown coal);
Red - iron oxide (hematite), red lead (minium), natural cinnabar (mercury

sulphide), brick red (roasted clay);

Green - verdigris (copper basic acetate), green earth (celadonite), malachite (basic
copper carbonate);

White - white lead (basic carbonate), chalk (limestone), natural barite (barium
sulphate), gypsum (hydrous sulfate of lime), China clay (kaolinite);
Blue- - azurite (basic copper carbonate), blue verditer (blue bice), natural

ultramarine (lapis lazuli), Prussian blue (ferric ferrocyanide);
Black - charcoal (imperfect combustion of wood), lamp black (amorphous

carbon), bone black (charred animal bone). As a rule, the peasant painter ground
his own pigments by hand.
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Usually, the raw wood was prepared with a thin coating of a paint-liquid
consisting of 3/4 boiled linseed oil and 1/4 turpentine and 20 drops of a siccative.
A second coat was thicker, containing less turps, and was applied in a coarse,
irregular manner. Sometimes, a coat of shellac was used instead. Often, an
irregular coat of egg tempera of blue, gray, green, red or black was directly
brushed onto the bare wood. Rarely did a peasant painter bother to prepare the
wood with a layer of gesso . . In later years, the ground was sometimes treated
with a water soluble dispersion paint, usually white or yellow, which was brushed
on in two thin coats.

Iconography
The design was then drawn onto this primer. It is important to realize that
almost all artists did abide by an unwritten code, restricting themselves to the
existing treasure of motifs, the traditional rules of composition, and the
conventional spectrum of colors. Few ever invented new designs. Since egg
tempera dries very fast, it is essential to work with speed, but very carefully;
mistakes .cannot be repaired! All designs were carefully planned, as egg tempera
does not lend itself to spontaneity in painting.
All tempera colors will darken with age.

Therefore, it is especially

important to be discerning in applying a distress (usually black and burnt umber)
for the creation of "new antiques", as any applied distress can never be removed.
_ However, truly old pieces never had an artificial distress; the farmers wanted
lively, brilliant colors. On the other hand, knots in the wood must be isolated
with shellac; otherwise they will bleed through even impasto layers of paint.
In most cases, the paint, which provides a clear, luminous effect, was left
as is, although some painters finished it with a haze-thin layer of lacquer or wax,
obtaining a silky lustre. The same effect can be achieved by lightly rubbing the
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(completely dry) uncoated paint with wool.
The albumen in the egg-white supplies the adhesion for the paint and dries
to a strong film.

In a few years, the egg tempera becomes stone hard, is

insoluble in water and even resists ordinary varnish removers; only enzymes will
redissolve it.

Floral Lore
Most basic flower-forms are imbued with symbolic meaning in Swiss
folklore.
For instance, the tulip (originally a wild flower in Persia), is considered
the symbol of the perfect lover. As the legend goes, it grew from the heartbreak
of a rejected lover who went into the desert in desperation. From each tear that
fell from his eyes to the ground, a beautiful flower grew, the tulip. By 15C>q, the
blossom was cultivated in Turkey and in fact was the badge of the Osman rulers.
Today, it is the national ~mblem of Holland, where it was introduced in 1562.
Likewise, the carnation - so called because originally it was pale pink, like
skin - is deemed in Switzerland to be a symbol of love; especially mother love.
An old story claims that carnations grew up from the tears that Mary shed on her
way to Calvary. Since the 1940s, a dark red carnation is used by adherents of
the Swiss labor movement who wear it in the First of May demonstrations.
The rose, one of the oldest cultivated plants, is considered the queen of
all flowers. It symbolizes beauty, grace, youth, love, silence and secrecy. It is
the flower most used as a stylized heraldic design. The custom to decorate a
ceiling with a rosette is a remnant of the ancient belief that "sub rosa" (below the
rose) one is sworn to secrecy.
·According to Greek mythology, Chloris, goddess of flowers, found a
nymph who had died in the woods. Out of pity, she transformed the beautiful
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girl into the most beautiful flower existing and asked the other deities to help her
with her creation. Thus, the rose received beauty from Aphrodite; joy, charm
and brilliance from the three Graces; and from Dionysius, nectar and fragrance.
Zephyrus blew away the clouds so Apollo could bless her with the sun's rays.
Aphrodite then gave the queen of flowers to her son, Eros, the god of love .
. The narcissus, symbol of egotism and conceit, is said to have originally
been a vain Greek youth who spumed the love of Echo, a servant of Hera, and
wasted his days gazing at his own reflection in clear pools of water.

The

narcissus is also symbolic of the youthful death of a poet, artist, or musician.
The ancient Greeks believed that man's soul is in his reflection; thus staring at
one's image in the water was considered a sin.
:Meanwhile, poor grieving Echo weakened so much that only her voice
remained. As a punishment, Nemesis, deity of vengeance, told the water-spirits
to drag the boy's soul out of him, and Hera transformed him into the narcissus
flower. As a result, we have narcissi growing near the water's ·edge, where they
are mirrored, soon to fade away. When a Swiss artisan painted a narcissus, he
not only demonstrated his sense of beauty, but also his penchant for moralizing.
The sunflower, a relative newcomer to the Swiss peasant painter, was
sacred to the Incas as a personification of their sun. god. The large disk of this
flower certainly has all the attributes of a sun emblem and lends itself well to a
spectacular treatment in any paint medium.
In Swiss folklore, the sunflower (sometimes called "sun rose") has a
similar, albeit secular meaning and is considered a symbol of optimism and joy.
It has long been planted for its oily seeds and some species are cultivated for their
tubers, which taste similar to potatoes.
Star flowers can be meant to portray a simple marguerite, also called daisy
(a contracti~n of "day's eye", from this plant's ability to close its petals on a
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rainy day), or a more complicated passion flower. The daisy is the well-known
oracle of love; the infatuated one plucks the petals one by one from the flower
to establish whether "he loves me; he loves me not."
Some people believed that the passion flower grew upon the Christian
cross. Therefore, the various parts of this plant were identified with the symbols
of the passion. The ten petals personify the ten faithful Apostles (the two missing
. ones being Peter and Judas). The corona stands for the crown of thorns and the
stamens for the five wounds, while the ovaries indicate the hammer, and the three
styles, the nails.
Swiss herbalists have long used a tea brewed from the passion flower for
calming the nerves and as an effective sleep-inducing medication.
Bellflowers, such as the snowdrop, cowslip (primula veris), daffodil,
crocus, .or lily-of-the-valley (called "Meieriesli"

= bunch of little flowers

in a

row), being spring flowers, represent hope· and consolation. Of the latter, it is
said that it sprung up after terrifying battles between St. Leonhard and the dragon
"Temptation". The hermit conquered the beast and from his drops of blood the
lovely flower arose.
Back home, we call the daffodil "Easterbells", while a crocus we name
"Anemone". Easterbells are the emblem of the Annunciation because of their
trumpet-like corona. The ancient Greeks believed that Aphrodite, the goddess of
vegetation, made the anemone grow from the blood of beautiful Adonis, her
favorite youth, who was killed by a boar.
The Madonna lily (rosa junoris), a white flower known since antiquity,
symbolic of purity and resurrection, is fabled to have grown from the milk of
Hera, the queen of the Olympian gods.
Among the so-called ballflowers, the following species all figure in Swiss
peasant painting, especially in Bernese depictions: the Turk's cap lily (lilium
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artagon), the globose (incurved) chrysanthemum, denoting cheerfulness and

optimism and known in Europe since about 1689, the cone of the female hop
flower (humulus lupulus), used to brew beers for over a thousand years, the
globular globe thistle, emblematic of defiance, and the red clover, cultivated ever
since the time of the Celtic Helvetians (the aborigines of Switzerland) and
symbolizing goodness, as well as the yellow spherical marsh-marigold, which we
call by the poetic name, "Bachbumbele" (creek pommel), whose early leaves can
be used like spinach.
In addition, the balled rosette of the house-leek, symbol of vivacity, can
be found, even though more rarely. Superstition has it that the house-leek, if
permitted to grow on the roof of a house, will protect it from evil spirits,
lightning and fire, and ward off famine. It is more likely that it was planted there
to anchor the shingles in place. On the other hand, the pomegranate (although
strictly speaking a fruit) is encountered often. It is always shown partially open
and displaying its many seeds, being the classic syrribol of fecundity and progeny.
Even though Swiss folklore has always imbued flowers with special
mythical properties, such as medicinal powers, preventing lightning strikes,
telling the future, or leading to hidden treasures, typically alpine flora were
excluded by the peasant painters.

Thus, as surprising ·as it might seem, the

edelweiss, alpine rose, gentian, alpine poppy (papaver alpinum) crowfoot
(ranunculus alpestris), creeping forget-me-not (nigritella nigra) or colewort
(soldanella alpina) will normally not be found among the peasant paintings.

Neither will the geranium, perhaps because it is ubiquitous all over the country.
Its riot of colors is displayed on practically every windowsill of any proper Swiss
farmhouse.
Conversely, fanciful phantasy flowers are a frequent part of the inventory
of the peasant painters' flower shapes. In fact, since they rarely ever signed their
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work,_some specific phantasy form often served as their characteristic signet.

Other Iconographic Motifs
Of other designs often used in Swiss peasant painting, just three will be
mentioned. The hex-sign - dividing a circle into six segments - was the symbol
of magic and protection for the farmer.
and curses ("Hax", German: "Hexe"

It was meant to ward off evil spirits

= witch).

While a hex-sign (a hexagram)

was supposed to provide protection from sorcerers and enchanters, to put a "hex"
on someone means the opposite: to bewitch someone.
The flower vase clearly is a device that allows a floral design on a vertical
surface to be visually anchored at its base. It must be understood as a depiction
of the earth, even though superficially it is just a convenient flower pot. Out of
the earth grow the flowers on a central stalk, which really is the disguised "tree
of life" (arbor vitae) in the Garden of Eden. (Its _fruits provide immortality.)
The "tree of life" (in various forms) is a universal symbol of immortality, found
in all cultures.
Probably the most often encountered accessory to flower motifs are birds
of every kind and description, real and fancied. Since ancient times, birds were
believed to be the messengers of the gods

They were the demiurges who

fashioned the material world and created the nether world; the collaborators of
man in many myths and folk tales. A winged creature could also represent a
spirit, angel, or the soul. Thus, the "tree of life" is often surrounded by birds,
that is, the souls of the faithful.

Color Symbolism

In evaluating an artifact decorated in the peasant painting style, one should
observe not only the designs, but also the colors used and juxtapositioned.
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Sometimes, the artist wanted to convey his interpretation of their emblematic
values. Swiss people harbor a deep:.seated appreciation of the ancient symbolic
· meaning of the seven basic colors, which were often used by the peasant painter
in their pure form. (This purity produces a high refractive index.)
In the people's mind, red traditionally denotes love, blood, fire, passion.
Green stands for hope, vegetation and sympathy. Yellow signifies jealousy, joy,
light, the sun and intuition. Brown implies the bounty of the good earth. Blue
means fidelity, intellect, justice and devotion. White connotes purity, innocence
and faith. And black indicates mourning, penitence and fertility. Thus, peasant
painting should be appreciated not only for its graphic beauty, but also its
symbolic meanings.
As we all know, tastes in furniture style vacillate. In 1962, when I first
exhibited my painted pieces, the visiting public was utterly indifferent to the
colorful decorations. At that time, "French provincial" was all the rage, inspired
by Jacqueline Kennedy's refurbishing of the White House. Some years later, at
the time of the 500-year celebration of Columbus, everyone who thought that they
were "much more" better - not just better - than average citizens, had to have
Spanish "antiques" - even if they had been fabricated in the 1920s or even later.

Genuine and Modem Antiques

It is. relatively easy to spot both a modem and a fake piece of peasant
painting. The first key is the fact that truly old egg tempera is a highly refractory
paint. It cannot easily be dissolved, deformed or chemically changed once it is
fully cured. A refractory paint effectively insulates seasoned wood from the
influences of fluctuating temperatures and relative humidity - at least to a
satisfactory degree - provided the inside of the decorated wood is also covered by
a protective layer, such as paint ·or shellac.
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A work of art executed in the style of peasant painting, but with modem·
paints, cannot be very old. They did not make acrylics, aniline pigments (coal-tar
colors), cadmium red (cadmium sulfo-selenite), or chrome yellow (lead chromate)
in the 17th century!
Whenever I produce an "instant museum" piece of peasant painting, I am
always sure to incorporate some easily detectable modem pigment, or I paint over
· a purposely inserted panel of plywood. (They obviously did not have plywood
in the 18th century either.) When you find an "old" piece of furniture decorated
with a glazing color applied with the full brush pressed against a cellulose nitrate
ground, thus resulting in a tear-shaped leaf or petal, you know that it cannot be
an "antique".

The Conservator's Role
A conservator confronted with the treatment of a damaged piece of peasant
painting faces the age-old dilemma: How far may you ethically go to repair the
painting? In my experience, the best approach is the one we always took at the
Smithsonian: Do as little as possible commensurate with the integrity of the
artifact. To prevent further and future deterioration, stabilize it structurally and
chemically as needed for safety, using proper techniques and redissoluble,
compatible, inert materials. In principle, it is better to do nothing at all and
accept the damage as a sign of the object's history, rather than to doctor the paint
layer. If one must inpaint, it is essential to use an easily redissolvable filler and
paint. In other words, I would not inpaint with another egg tempera.

Conclusion
All over the world, flowers are revered.

They are perceived as the

children of the sun, the work of the life-giving deity. As a token of hope, they
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are given to the bride; as a ·symbol of the transitoriness of life, they are put on
a grave. Even the prehistoric cave dwellers gave gifts of flowers to their dead.
For us modems, flowers are the one link to our former unity with mother nature
that we have still preserved.
One should not think of the peasant painter as a "primitive" or naive artist.
It takes considerable skill ~o stylize a flower, to reduce it to its pictorial
abstraction.

In most cases, the color harmony, proportions, and technical

execution of the paintings are masterful.

The peasant painter performed an

important service to his society by presenting a narration of .plants that far
surpasses . mere realism. He expressed an ancient abstraction of the oneness of
mankind with nature, demonstrating in each painting, as it were, the center of the
world and the eternal resurrection from the reality of death. Thus, he practiced
a useful mythology we have largely lost, and his painting deserves the attention,
study and protection by the lover of art as well as the folklorist and historian.
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Six Illustrations
Essentially all pieces of furniture decorated in the style of peasant painting
are today in museums. Most of them (except for the Pennsylvania Dutch pieces)
have been described and illustrated in German language books. It is, therefore,
unavoidable to consult previously published material to acquaint one with
representative examples.
Since it was impossible to obtain permission from various copyright
holders and museums to publish illustrations of genuine old pieces of furniture
decorated in the peasant painting style, included here are six pictures of
"new antiques". I apologize for my presumptuousness in representing the Swiss
peasant painting style with my own work.

1. Comer cabinet with bow front and two doors, pine, 100 x 75 x 43 cm., ·
English, about 1820; decorated freehand with egg tempera by the author in 1959.
Door Panels: black; foliage: light green; tulips: golden yellow,- light red, blue;
carnations, narcissi & ballflowers: white; starflowers: red; quartfoils: blue.
Stiles: stalk: dark green; leaves: light green; narcissi, .tulips, starflowers: yellow,
red; ballflowers, narcissus, starflower: white. The unpainted areas are coated
with orange shellac.
2. Chest with lid, 75 x 45 x 37 cm., pine; made and decorated freehand
with egg tempera by the author in 1959: light blue. Lid: foliage: light green;
tulips: golden. yellow; narcissi: white; starflowers: brick red. Sides: foliage: dark
green; tulips: dark orange yellow; starflowers: brick red; pomegranates: dark
yellc;>w, white, red. This piece is distressed with burnt umber.
3. Grandfather clock, ca. 139 x 33 x 18 cm., spruce, English, ca. 1754; .
decorated freehand with egg tempera by the author in 1961. Case: blue; trim:
bnck red, door panel: black; flower vase: light blue; foliage: light green;
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sunflower: yellow; tulips: yellow, red; goldfinch: yellow, red, blue; narcissi,
carnations and cinquefoils: white; starflowers: red. Panel of base: black; trim:
brick red; foliage: light green; tulips: yellow, white red; starflowers: red, blue;
carnations, lilies-of-the-valley and ballflowers: white; flower vase: yellow, white.
Hood: moldings and columns: rick red; panels: black; foliage: light green; tulips,
hex signs, and tooth molding: yellow; starflowers: red, blue; quartfoils and lilies
of the valley: white.
4. Chest with lid, 75 x 50 x 38 cm., sugar pine, made in 1959, decorated
freehand with egg tempera in 1984 by the author. Panels: deep carmine red;
Skirt: olive green; rocks: white; unicorns and flowers: pinkish white; horns,
hooves and center of flowers: oil-gilded with 23 karat gold leaf; trees, branches
and calices: black.
5. Recipe box, 144 x 104 x 104 mm., fir; made and decorated with egg
tempera by the author in 1962: light green.

Sides: tulips: red, white, blue,

yellow; Lid: tulips: red, yellow; phantasy flower: blue, white red; starflowers:
· red.
6. Trunk with lid, 90 .x 53 x 39 cm., fut made and decorated freehand
with egg tempera by the author in 1974.

Case: reddish-brown; Base: light

brown; Panels: cream; foliage: dark green; carnations and tulips: carmine red;
starflowers and tulips: golden yellow; lilies-of-the-valley: white; ballflowers:
white, green. The drawers, purplish brown with a white edge, are make-believe.

All paint was applied impasto and is not covered by any coating.
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